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Research context

Autistic people and those with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) experience
inequalities in gaining and retaining employment. However, there is a limited understanding of
specific career experiences. Our understanding of autism and ADHD in policing has been mostly
generated from the point of view of police interacting with offenders, witnesses and victims rather
than autistic/ADHD police officers and staff.
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To assure equality in policing, for those that work for the police as well as the communities that
engage with them, it is important that autistic police officers and staff and those with ADHD are
supported. Neurodiversity within policing can benefit organisations, and yet we know little of the
experiences of autistic police officers and staff or those with ADHD to create guidelines to support
them to do well in their career. We therefore need to understand the occupation from their point of
view.

We found that autistic police officers and staff found it difficult to disclose this to their peers and
managers because of stigma and fear of judgement, and that reasonable adjustments were
sometimes difficult to acquire or were not appropriately implemented. We also found that they
encountered a range of difficulties in their role, some due to the features of autism or ADHD, and
some because of organisational issues. Importantly, the participants believed they were an asset to
policing and had strengths that others may not have, especially when supported to do the job.

Police culture was a significant influence on the way in which the participants experienced their
work and more needs to be done to understand the challenges faced and to make a difference.

Research methodology

We first conducted a survey with the help of the National Police Autism Association (NPAA), and
reached 117 autistic police officers and staff and those with ADHD. We also interviewed 37 of those
survey respondents for a more detailed understanding of these issues.

For the survey, 117 members of the NPAA responded to our request. This included 66 officers and
staff who were autistic and 51 who had ADHD, 17 of whom experienced both autism and ADHD
(AuDHD). It was also the case that co-occurring mental health conditions were prevalent among
this group, which is consistent with the wider literature on autism and ADHD (see Lai and others,
2019). For example, 49% of our respondents experienced anxiety and 36% experienced
depression.

For the interview part of our study, we used reflective interviews as the type of qualitative data
collection tool. Reflective interviews allow a focus on specific experiences by encouraging
participants to reflect on specific areas of their lives (Roulston, 2010). In total, 37 officers and staff
who had participated in the survey consented to participate in an interview — 26 officers and 11
staff, 18 women and 19 men. Of those, 22 were autistic, 13 were ADHD, and two preferred not to
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specify.

We used reflexive thematic analysis (see Braun and Clarke, 2022) to create patterns from the data

and to examine similarities of experience. Using this method of analysis allowed us to see what the

common issues were for the participants, including the ways in which they felt supported, and areas
they believed needed some improvement.

Summary of findings

This project was completed in December 2024.
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Research participation

e We appreciate the support of the NPAA in recruitment to the study.

e 117 officers and staff who were autistic, had ADHD, or both, participated in the survey phase of
our work. Of those, 37 agreed to be interviewed — 26 officers and 11 staff, with 22 being autistic,
13 having ADHD (seven experienced both), and two preferred not to tell us.
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e Not all were formally diagnosed, as five of them were on a waiting list or had chosen not to pursue
a diagnosis. Of those interviewed, 18 were women and 19 were men, none specified another
gender. Policing experience also varied, ranging from two to 39 years with the police, but most

had more than 10 years service.
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